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 This research draws on Clifford Geertz’s understanding of ethnography as “thick 
description” and applies it through David Bodenhamer’s notion of “deep mapping” in order to 
analyze societal and political structures framing the music making of prisoners in the South from 
1933–1940. Key to this research is the utilization of digitally mapping a multiplicity of contexts 
to acknowledge the multiplicity of the recording event in the field. Using recordings from the 
Library of Congress made by John Lomax from 1933–1940, I analyze how structures of racism 
and inequality frame rehabilitation culture and prison life. Then, I address Lomax’s methodology 
and ideology, showing how structures of racism in modernist thought influenced the collection of 
these songs. This leads to discussion of the publicization of the recording events and the 
ramifications for prisoners. Finally, a case study on Lomax’s recording of John Gibson singing 
“Levee Camp Holler” serves as an example of the ways in which structures of racism through 
rehabilitation and publicization serve as frameworks for prisoners’ singing.  
This work is accompanied by an ArcGIS Storymap which includes text, primary source 
scans, photos, videos, interactive maps, and recordings to “deep map” contexts of the prisoners’ 
songs. Overall, I aim to show how deep mapping may be used as a form of “thick description” to 
confront and re-frame entrenched biases and historical narratives which have shaped public 
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Deep Mapping Prison Music in the American South, 1933–1940  
INTRODUCTION 
 Digital maps have power. Not just the power to display data, show trends, and define 
borders, but the power to animate chronology, to disseminate ideologies, and to deconstruct 
systems of thought. Scholars can use maps to dive deep into the contexts of peoples’ lives, 
travels, and actions to explore the ways in which agency, power structures, and socioeconomic 
status coalesce into the human experience at the core of historical events.  
Such concerns about contextualizing the event have long been relevant to anthropological 
and ethnomusicological work, and for the last fifty years, Clifford Geertz’s concept of “thick 
description” has been utilized as an important methodological tool for researchers identifying 
contexts in the field.1 In this paper, I will explore the ways in which researchers can utilize a 
specific kind of digital mapping, “deep mapping,” to combine the power of mapping with the 
methodologies of thick description to confront our understanding of people, places, and events. I 
will use a case study from my own research on John Lomax’s field recordings in prisons of the 
American South from 1933–1940 to illustrate the usefulness of contextual, deep mapping in re-
framing our understanding of prisoners’ experiences and music-making. 
After contextualizing the role of digital mapping in musicology, I will move on to discuss 
the importance of mapping the contexts in the prison music recordings through deep mapping. 
Then, I will use this understanding of deep mapping the contexts to propose three analytical, 
 




contextual layers for mapping the recordings based on rehabilitation culture, Lomax’s methods 
and ideology, and media representation and commodification of the recordings. With this 
understanding of mapping these contexts, I will present a case study on John Lomax’s recording 
of John Gibson, or “Black Samson” singing “Levee Camp Holler” in order to show how scholars 
can digitally map specific events within and alongside the layers of context which, together, 
create immersive and in-depth research. Altogether, this work can open doors for new ways of 
conceptualizing music-making in 1930s prisons of the American South.  
Musicology and Digital Mapping 
 The incorporation of digital mapping in musicological research falls under the umbrella 
of digital musicology. Digital musicology is an already established, continually emerging field. 
Eleanor Selfridge-Field and Michelle Urberg have published on the issues surrounding the 
integration of digital archives into library collections and the vast array of open source digital 
musicology projects already in existence.2 From their writings, it is clear that digital musicology 
includes digitized library and archival collections, online publications, and more recently, 
interactive projects.  
 I have created several interactive maps during my research on prison music recordings. It 
is the efficacy of my own interactive mapping projects that I will explore in this study. In 
particular, I will explore the use of digital maps as a parallel to thick description, and I will also 
show how they can be useful in presenting data from folklorists’ field recordings.  
 
2 Eleanor Selfridge-Field, "A Topography and Taxonomy of Digital Musicology," Arti musices 
48, br. 2 (2017): 215–225. https://doi-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/10.21857/yq32oh4e79; Michelle 
Urberg, “Pasts and Futures of Digital Humanities in Musicology: Moving Towards a “Bigger 




Thick Description, Thick Mapping, and Deep Mapping 
Ethnomusicologists in particular have been concerned with the issue of thick description 
for decades. Drawing on Geertz’ understanding of Ryle’s “thick” description, many 
ethnographers have since established thick description as part of ethnography, and 
ethnomusicologists are no exception. Geertz’ understanding of thick description is useful, to him, 
in ethnographic situations when trying to understand an event in its cultural contexts. Geertz 
draws on Max Weber’s statement that “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he 
himself has spun.”3 For Geertz, culture is made by these webs of significance, and his analysis is 
“an interpretive one in search of meaning.” These semiotic meanings create significance for the 
culture, but must be highly nuanced to the complicated weaving of contexts in the silks of the 
“web.”4 
For Geertz (and Ryle), thick description is “a stratified hierarchy of meaningful 
structures” in which signs such as a small wink of the eye are “produced, perceived, and 
interpreted.”5 The human interpretation exists between the researcher’s understanding of their 
interlocutors’ understanding of the events, and this interpretation is oftentimes “insinuated as 
background information.” To address the issues of endless chains of interpretation, then, Geertz 
proposes that researchers “sort out the structures of signification” and then determining how that 
influenced their interlocutors. Geertz is highly concerned with the complexity and multiplicity of 
 
3 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays, (New York: Basic Books, 
1973), 5.  
 
4 Ibid, 5. 
 




these structures and how they can seem simultaneously “knotted” and irrelevant.6 It is this 
complex structure of contexts which lends itself to the idea of “thick mapping.”  
In a parallel move toward acknowledging the complicated nature of recounting events, 
Todd Presner, David Shepard, and Yoh Kawano theorize “thick mapping” sets of relations in 
their discussion of “hypercities.” The creators of hypercities describe hypercities: “The prefix 
“hyper” refers to multiplicity and abundance. More than a physical space, a hypercity is a real 
city overlaid with information networks that document the past, catalyze the present, and project 
future possibilities.” Presner et al. note that  
Mapping is not a one-time thing, and maps are not stable objects that reference, reflect, or 
correspond to an external reality. Mapping is a verb and bespeaks an on-going process of 
picturing, narrating, symbolizing, contesting, re-picturing, re-narrating, re-symbolizing, 
erasing, and re-inscribing a set of relations. 
 
  They go on to say that 
 Maps are visual arguments and stories; they make claims and harbor ideals, hopes, 
desires, biases, prejudices, and violences. They are always relational, in dialogue or in 
contact with someone or something. They may or may not attempt to reference, reflect, or 
represent an ‘external reality’ (however one defines that), but they are fundamentally 
propositions, suffused with world-views, structuring epistemologies, and ways of seeing7 
 
 It is this understanding of digital maps, which offer ways of re-imagining the contexts 
with which they are in dialogue, that connects to thick description as a means of providing 
contexts for understanding structures of thought. This paper uses this theorization of mapping 
from thick mapping and applies it to events; thus, thick description and thick mapping coalesce 
 
6 Ibid, 10.  
 
7 Todd Presner, David Shepard, and Yoh Kawano, Hypercities Thick Mapping in the Digital 





into what historian David J. Bodenhamer theorizes as “deep maps.”8 Bodenhamer describes deep 
maps in-depth, but perhaps most succinctly notes that  
 . . . the deep map offers the potential for an open, unique postmodern scholarship that 
embraces multiplicity, simultaneity, complexity, and subjectivity. In it, we do not find the 
grand narrative but rather a spatially facilitated understanding of society and culture 
embodied by a fragmented, provisional, and contingent argument with multiple voices 
and multiple stories. The deep map offers a way to integrate these multiple voices, views, 
and memories, allowing them to be seen and examined at various scales.9 
 
These maps, which use rich media and contextual information on “space, time, and 
place” in an attempt to show human emotion and experience in digital maps, provide an 
opportunity to utilize the benefits of digital projects without losing the qualitative nature of much 
humanities work. In this way, digital humanities becomes not an oxymoron, but a plausible 
reality with useful adaptations for digital musicology.  
A key to this thick description through deep mapping is utilizing different map layers to 
convey information. Map layers are sets of information that users can add and remove from the 
“base map” in order to see data overlaid with other data. One basic example, shown below, 
includes a breakdown of the songs in John and Alan Lomax’s book, Our Singing Country, which 
are separated by the genres designated by Lomax’s notes. The first image includes only the 
“spirituals” layer, but if the user selects the “work songs” layer as well, then those layers are both 
showing at the same time.  
 
 
8David J. Bodenhamer, “Introduction: Deep Maps and the Spatial Humanities” in Deep Maps 








Figure 1: Songs separated by genre, with only the “Spirituals” layer showing.10  
 
Figure 2: The same interactive map with the “work songs” layer also selected.11  
 








With the ability to place different data sets in conversation with each other, “Map layers” 
serve as aids in digitally mapping a thick event. They may be contextual and may be stacked or 
peeled back to represent the multiplicity of the possible. It also is a way to present multiple 
narratives and storylines simultaneously. This may be done with pin-drops, or simple pins 
attached to a location, which often pop up with more information when selected. These pop-ups 
can include video, imagery, prose, tables, and hyperlinks to other sites.  
Different types of layered content can shape our understanding. Map layers including 
advertisements and media can show how influential industries were able to shape social thought. 
General historical events and primary sources can offer information on life during these times. 
Specific events and travels can highlight a group or person’s story through recordings, pictures, 
itineraries, and notes. Primary sources may be included in digitized forms throughout narrative 
and pin-drop maps, and secondary sources can be linked, embedded, and discussed through prose 
in sidebars and pop-up windows. Geographic markers can assist in understanding how space and 
place intersect to inform how people existed in their world. These layers are key to thick/deep 
mapping and have proven to be key aspects of prior digital humanities projects in art history, 
musicology, ethnomusicology, history, social sciences, and more.  
The display of such maps also thickens the description. In floating side bars, more media 
and prose can be included. In various softwares such as ArcGIS Storymaps, the researcher can 
include various maps, primary sources, embedded links, and videos to create not just one deep 
map, but a web page filled with contextual layers through multiple maps and the layers within. 
 There are ethical issues to consider when deep mapping, before the research can begin.  
There is a potential to reach audiences who may not have access to higher education. Voices 
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from the archives, particularly those of the historically marginalized, can be provided greater 
visibility. Research can be published with public access in open source platforms. This increase 
in accessibility and increased visibility means that researchers must be aware of how their voices 
are presenting information to the public and how their work may be taken at face value.  
 Digital mapping includes problems for researchers embracing the digital humanities; the 
first of which is that maps lie.12 Just as no prose is objective, no map is objective; a map always 
lies about complicated facts (or at least presents one truth). Estimated amounts are presented as 
solid data. General regions are bound in specific border lines, and labels simplify complicated 
data into bite-sized nuggets of consumable information. Even when facts of place are known, the 
politics and contexts of those situations can be lost. In short, maps create certainty where there is 
little and essentialize facts when some certainty is present. While this is true of many other forms 
of scholarship, it should be noted here so as not to give the impression that mapping is 
unproblematic.  
 This leads to the main issue of digitally mapping qualitative data: the question of how to 
map “thick” description in order to circumvent some of these issues with maps. One possibility is 
to embrace prose. The maps alone speak little without any words. Thus, the incorporation of text 
for description, introductions, caveats, explanations, and confessions of digital limitations help to 
highlight the parts of mapping which are useful to the research and the parts which must be taken 
with full knowledge of the researchers’ biases and limitations.  
While this research confronts dilemmas in digital mapping, it also confronts serious 
issues of folklorists’ racism and exploitation of black prisoners’ musicking in the American 
South from 1933–1940. Overall, I aim to address the issues of thick mapping while 
 
12 See Mark Monmonier, How to Lie with Maps, (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1991). 
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simultaneously acknowledging that the prisoners who sang for Lomax deserve a place for their 
agency to help in the rewriting of their history. The deep map which accompanies this research 
includes layers of context to untangle the structures in place which influenced the prisoners and 
the making and publicizing of the recordings. As maps aid in “re-picturing, re-narrating, re-
symbolizing, erasing, and re-inscribing a set of relations,” I will show how thick mapping/deep 
mapping can play a key role in re-framing an understanding of the prison music recordings. 13 
Mapping Contexts 
Knowing the contexts in which these prison recordings were made–the ideologies of 
those making the recordings, the power dynamics of prison life, the coercion of the prisoners–is 
essential when analyzing these songs. Here I employ a method of event description used by 
Louise Meintjes in her book Dust of the Zulu, using her incorporation of mimetic, analytic, and 
visual ways of translating the event to the reader to create an immersive world of the person 
singing. Meintjes notes in her work on the Zulu performance of ngoma dance that she includes 
all of this information, presented in various ways, in order to situate her work as her own 
“multisensual” point of view of events that are too broad for analysis and complete 
understanding. I build on her methods and bring them to deep mapping order to provide possible 
contexts in which the agencies of the performers can be taken into account in representing their 
decisions of what they chose to perform. 
This category of map layer, in what I call the “contextual layer,” lays the groundwork for 
later mapping the event to build the digital display into a thick map. The examples below show 
 




examples of incorporating prose into the interactive maps through pop-ups and floating side bars. 
These sections of prose, including narration, mimesis, and analysis, are able to provide 
background information through citing sources, textual description, and quotations. Scholars can 
also look to the way symbols and markers are placed. One way to place markers is to choose 
significant categories of events which shaped both everyday and prison life. One such example is 
legislation; it can be useful to mark state capitol buildings where landmark legislation passed that 
affected the lives of prisoners (such Jim Crow laws or the 1928 Mississippi law that led to 
hundreds of “Mississippi appendectomies”).14 Polygons and cluster or heat map layers also can 
show areas where black populations did not equally correlate to the percentage of black persons 
in prisons.  
The Deep Map 
 In mapping historical contexts and events that related to social thought and legislation at 
the time, it is possible to attempt mapping the conditions of the possible for ideologies to exist. 
In particular, we can see the ways in which Lomax’s ideologies and general ideologies of 
policing black bodies existed and influenced the prisoners’ experiences. I have created a 
narrative Storymap made in ArcGIS as a “deep map” and include snapshots from the map 
throughout this paper in order to illustrate how I am incorporating this information in practice.  
The deep map created to accompany this research includes three contexts which are discussed in 
this paper: rehabilitation culture and prison life, Lomax’s ideologies, and publicization of the 
 
14 Thomas Volscho, “Sterilization Racism and Pan-ethnic Disparities of the Past Decade: The 
Continued Encroachment on Reproductive Rights,” Wicazo Sa Review 25 no. 1 (2010): 17–31. 
Mississippi appendectomies were carried out by surgeons who told black women they needed an 
appendectomy or tubal ligation procedure. Instead, the surgeons performed hysterectomies and 
were legally protected by “An Act to provide for the sexual sterilization of inmates of state 
institutions in certain cases.” Laws of the State of Mississippi. Chapter 294, section 1.175. 
11 
 
prison recordings.  
 
 
Figure 3: The beginning of the deep map narrative experience. https://arcg.is/fXuX015 
 
 Mapping the contexts can also include information more relevant to specific recordings; 
in the case of the prison music recordings, for example, it is important for the reader to 
understand why the folklorists were recording and what they were looking for. As I am working 
mainly with the Lomax recordings for this project, I will briefly show how I map Lomax’s 
reasoning for his recording trips and the implications for how we understand the recordings. 
Finally, the last analysis is through the context of the publicization of the recordings and how 
they in turn influenced thought toward black prison music-making.  
 
 
15Emily Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music,” ArcGIS.com, https://arcg.is/fXuX0.  
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Contextual Layer I: Prison Life and Rehabilitation 
 The first contextual layer I will discuss in detail is a layer describing the culture of 
rehabilitation standards for men and women that, in the 1930s, was still reminiscent of initiatives 
from the late 19th century and structured much of prison life. Through mapping rehabilitation 
movements and other folklorists’ journeys, along with writings of the time, structures emerge, 
creating and reinforcing black persons’ positionality within those structures. Here, entrenched 
structures of white supremacy and racism are propagated through disciplining by legal authority 
and stratified by race and socioeconomic class to prevent black bodies from attaining cultural 
capital. The imprisonment and disciplining of black bodies through rehabilitative culture and Jim 
Crow legislation therefore kept them from using cultural capital to establish their musical 
practices as art; therefore, folklorists were able to record them and secure their opinions of black 
persons as being emotional, sentimental, rough, raw, and primitive. John Lomax, for example, 
wrote that prisoners sang “sinful songs” to “definitely connect them with their former, barbaric 
life.”16 In the context of rehabilitation culture, it meant that prisoners who wanted to be pardoned 
for good behavior had to take on the persona of the “rehabilitated.”  
Jonathan Stone summarizes this in his article “Listening to the Sonic Archives” when he 
notes that “In a rhetorical situation where privilege is so unevenly distributed, the political 
agency of the incarcerated would be limited to the few things that might set them apart, like good 
behavior and cooperation.”17 Stone notes that several of Lomax’s interlocutors asked if he could 
 
16  John Lomax, “Songs of Convicts in Dixie Prison Camps Recorded for Posterity,”  Afro-
American (Sep 01, 1934): 9. http://libproxy.lib.unc.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-
com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/docview/531065487?accountid=14244. 
 
17 Jonathan W. Stone, “Listening to the Sonic Archive: Rhetoric, Representation, and Race in the 




help them obtain a pardon by using the recordings, and in several cases, Lomax did try to assist. 
In this context of needing to perform rehabilitation to obtain freedom, the recordings become a 
means through which prisoners could exercise artistic skill and agency in attempting to secure an 
escape from the disciplining of not only prison, but the need to be “rehabilitated.” 
This disciplining through rehabilitation programs was largely a result of the efforts of the 
Women’s Prison Association and the work of Willem van de Wall. The Women’s Prison 
Association, founded in 1845, aimed to better the lives of the female prisoners incarcerated 
throughout the United States. Their mission, to prove that women were being mistreated and that 
they needed special care, still exists today, but with a different impetus for their work. In the late 
1800s, their prison reform efforts brought changes to many prisons in the United States, 
including “rehabilitation” programs which still exist, though with a different rhetoric and 
application of efforts to improve situations for female prisoners.18 In the mid-20th century, much 
of societal thought about the roles of women and black bodies in the South informed how 
rehabilitation looked to the outside world.   
Rehabilitation education programs in prisons saw a rise in the late 19th century thanks to 
the (white) Women’s Prison Association, and programs for both men and women promised to 
make people more law abiding.19 For men, work and discipline were emphasized, and “the 
predominant models for men’s prisons of the time enforced regimes of silence, encouraged 
 
 
18 See The National Institute of Justice’s Website, “Reentry Programs for Women Inmates,” 
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/reentry-programs-women-inmates and the Women’s Prison 
Association website https://www.wpaonline.org/services/alternative-to-incarceration for 
examples of current programs.  
 
19 Austin H. MacCormick, The Education of Adult Prisoners: A Survey and a Program (New 




routines for industrial work, and isolated the individual to do penance with God.” For women, it 
meant a proper domestication of their being, with courses such as sewing, cooking, making 
music, and reading in an attempt to domesticate those who lacked the properties of a “good” 
wife. 20  
 
 
Figure 4: The introductory slide on Prison Life and Rehabilitation Culture, including embedded 
access to the current website for the Women’s Prison Association.21  
 
 In this contextual layer, I include map markers and pages which show how men and 
women were expected to be “rehabilitated.” I include markers for the Women’s Prison 
Association and the works of Willem van de Wall, which advocated for men needing hard labor 
 
20 Benjamin J. Harbert, "Special Issue on Women’s Prison Music: Guest Editor's Introduction," 
American Music 31 no. 2 (2013): 127–33. doi:10.5406/americanmusic.31.2.0127. 
 




and women needing “domestication” to be reformed from the ways of the “wayward girl” 
through music education. In an attempt to tame the “unruly,” van de Wall promoted the use of 
music in prisons for those who were not as evolved as their apparent “betters” outside of 
prison.22 Thus, he contributed to the institutionalization of the perceived primitive nature of those 
incarcerated.  
 The next sections of this contextual layer are separated into prison life for black men and 
women. The racial profiling and disproportionate number of black to white citizens in prisons 
links the disciplining of bodies through rehabilitation to the disciplining of black bodies. The 
markers in this map indicate how rehabilitation looked differently for black men and women. 
 
Prison Life for Black Men 
For black men, music was simultaneously a way for them to keep time while they worked 
and also a way to perform the disciplining expected of them. For Lomax and much of modernist 
society, black men were “savages” singing “sinful songs” that connected them back to their 
former “barbaric” life, or were so embarrassed by disappointing their mothers with their barbaric 
ways that they were worshipping and repenting as an act of rehabilitation.23 Lomax in particular 
held particularly polarized views of men’s and women’s relationship with song. In one argument 
towards his proclivity for men’s music, he writes simply that the “best songs came from black 
 
22 Alicia Ann Clair and George N. Heller, "Willem Van De Wall: Organizer and Innovator in 
Music Education and Music Therapy," Journal of Research in Music Education 37, no. 3 (1989): 
165–178. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3344667. 
 




men.”24 While the mistreatment of black bodies fueled his scholarly fervor, it also led to his 
categorization of male black bodies as victims of the world manifested in song; in the words of 
his son, Lomax obsessively sought out “music of the ‘worl’ly [n----!]’” His understanding of the 
injustice brought upon the black body was separated into neat categorizations of gendered 
performance: life in prison affected men in a different way than women. Alan Lomax goes so far 
as to say that “Few Delta women composed the blues precisely because women didn’t live in the 
blues like men did.”25 While Lomax goes on to acknowledge that women were more likely to be 
victims of sexual violence and had their own realm of suffering to go through, specifically as 
women, he is adamant that they were protected from the trials by “mama’s helpers, wives, 
mistresses, mothers, domestic workers, and churchgoers” who “sheltered and protected them 





24John Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, (New York: MacMillan, 1947. Reprint, Austin: 
University of Texas, 2017), 119. 
 
25Alan Lomax,  The Land Where the Blues Began, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 361. 
 





Figure 5: One of the slides from “Deep Mapping Prison Music” about prison life for black men, 
including a map of prison music recordings which users can interact with through pop-up 
windows and media links.27  
 
Prison Life for Women 
For women, van de Wall’s categorization of imprisoned women as the “wayward girls” 
reflected his pervasive view of female prisoners almost as children, who never learned how to 
grow into an adult woman. 28 Women’s rehabilitation was enacted with the goal of moving 
female prisoners, or “wayward girls” from “depravity” to “true womanhood.”29 After all, it was 
assumed that women were only in prison if they lacked the proper “domestic education” and 
 
27 Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music.”  
 
28 Willem van de Wall, Music’s Mission in Correctional Personality Reconstruction (Albany, 
NY: J. B. Lyon, 1924), 215. 
 
29 Estelle B. Freedmen, “Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women’s Prison Reform in America, 1830–
1930,” Women and Culture Series (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1981): 17.; 




morality imbued within.30The Women’s Prison Association annual report from 1888 began with 
this poem:  
We believe that woman in her deepest degradation 
Holds something sacred, something undefiled;  
And like the diamond in the dark, retains 
Some quenchless gleam of the celestial light. 
 
All one had to do was chip away at the coal to find “something undefiled” and find the 
“celestial light” of proper womanhood, as noted in the opening poem of this paper, published in 
the Women’s Prison Association’s annual report. The Women’s Prison Association was only 
able to argue for the legitimacy of women’s prisons and women’s rights in prison by reinforcing 
their feminine components.31 Benjamin Harbert notes: “Though the term “wayward girl” is now 
antiquated, this notion continues to influence perceptions of female criminality—that women are 
more susceptible to rehabilitative efforts than men and that outside factors contribute to their 
crimes.”32 Here, women, like children, are more easily led astray by environmental factors, yet 
are just as easily led back to the proper path through rehabilitation. This rehabilitation mindset 
through which women’s prison music was often heard keyed the listener in to try and discern the 
domestic gracefulness of female singers as a way to judge their progress through their proper 
education. 
 
Prison Life for Black Women 
Rehabilitation affected the public’s perception of black women, but not necessarily their 
 
30 Harbert, "Special Issue,” 130. 
 
31 Freedmen, “Their Sisters’ Keepers,” 63. 
 
32  Harbert, "Special Issue,” 130. 
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duties in prisons. Esther Heffernan has elaborated on the intersection of race and gender roles in 
prison labor: “Significantly, black women at Parchman continued to play out gendered roles 
within the penitentiary–those of slave women on the plantation. No symbolic belief in women’s 
“separate sphere” was extended to black women.” Oshinsky and Heffernan note that their work 
included food canning, sewing bedclothes and mattresses, and cotton-picking.33 This was a far 
cry from music rehabilitation and culturing programs; the rehabilitative expectations of these 
women were paradoxically paired with the continuing of racist work assignments to the black 
women of camps.  
 Folklorists of the past and musicologists of the present have had trouble defining and 
describing black women’s music making in the context of the prison camps. Historian Shobana 
Shankar has addressed the complicated nature of black women’s musicking in her article on 
Parchman women writing the blues:  
Parchman women’s music did not fit into the love affair that had emerged between the 
down-and-out male prisoners and the musicologists because its diversity defied easy 
simplification. Black women prisoners did not sing just for men but also for their mothers 
and church folk. The moral ambiguities and muddied origins of their music made it more 
difficult to fit into the pure romantic nostalgia for an African past or the enormous 
sympathy men like Lomax had for black troubadours as orphans.34  
 
Lomax simply describes what he heard as a feminine aural experience. He describes the 
Parchman women (80 black women and 5 white women in the camp) as singing “a lovely, lilting 
tune” about the trumpet of the Angel Gabriel, and he goes on to say that the women sang 
 
33 Esther Heffernan, “Gendered Perceptions of Dangerous and Dependent Women: ‘Gun Molls’ 
and ‘Fallen Women’” in Women in Prison: Gender and Social Control, ed. Barbara H. Zaitzow 
and Jim Thomas (Boulder: Lynne Reidner, 2003), 55–56.; David M. Oshinsky, Worse than 
Slavery: Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1996), 176–177.  
 




“beautiful” versions of old standard hymns, in which  
Slow-moving waves of sound rise and rall, sometimes almost fading out and then 
speeding suddenly to life in cascades of melody; low moaning voices hold long notes to 
breathless length when, as the tone seems almost about to fade entirely away, a sharp 
falsetto voice breaks in, grabs the melody, and carries it to new life . . . If evil had left its 
mark on these bright young faces, no trace  appeared as they sang about a “Motherless 
Child” or found comfort in the hope of “Hearing My Mother Pray Again.”35  
 
In Lomax’s eyes, the women had reinstated their pureness from the evil that befell them 
“when hard luck came knocking at their door.” They had, in their faces and in their dulcet tones, 
either gone from lion to lamb, or at least had put on a sheepskin of seeming to comply with 
rehabilitation efforts.  
The stakes for black women were high, especially when they considered the cost of 
failure. Failure to show sound mind and domesticity called the women’s mental state into 
question. In 1930’s Mississippi, where 210 forced sterilizations had been carried out as part of 
eugenics laws passed in 1928, institutes for the “feeble-minded” tore away the option of fertility 
from many women.  
The women were at once being domesticated but also carried out hard labor. At times, 
they tried to put on the face of criminal rehabilitation, the ideology of which reinforced blackness 
as devilish and deviation from mental soundness as cause for sterilization. All of this implies 
struggle in the process of creating an image and interacting with folklorists and radio stations 
which sought to capitalize on the public’s fascination with prison music. 
Mapping these layers of contexts surrounding the relevance of rehabilitation culture and 
its role in prison life for black men and women is an important factor in creating a deep map of 
these prisoners’ experiences. In understanding and displaying these contexts, it is possible to 
 
35 Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, 118. 
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attempt a disassembling of the structures which shaped public thought towards the prisoners and 




Figure 6: Part of the scrolling slide on prison life for black women, including quotes, embedded 























Figure 7: More contextual information for black women’s life in prison, including a map from 
the Harry H Laughlin Papers (1935) which charts the number of forcible sterilizations carried out 
up until mid-1935.37  
 
Contextual Layer II: Lomax’s Methods and Ideology 
 Since the recordings from the Library of Congress which I am mapping were mostly 
made by John Lomax and his wife, Ruby, another layer of the deep map comes from Lomax’s 
contexts and problematic methods for capturing sounds in the prisons. John Lomax’s search for 
the past in “isolated” prisons sparked the journeys during which the recordings were made.38 The 
 
37  Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music.”  
 
38 Karl Hagstrom Miller, “Segregating Sound”: Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim 
Crow, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 160–164; Benjamin Filene, “‘Our Singing 
Country’: John and Alan Lomax, Leadbelly, and the Construction of an American Past” 






past John Lomax sought was that of  “authentic” black music, thought to be preserved in isolated 
communities and prisons in the American South, mainly due to his assumption that these 
communities were not influenced by popular and commercial music. Lomax famously noted 
“Folk songs and folk  literature flourish, grow—are created, propagated, transformed—in the 
eddies of human society, particularly [prisons] where there is isolation and homogeneity of 
thought and experience.”39   
 
 
Figure 8: The introductory slide on contextualizing Lomax in his ideologies and methodologies. 
This portion includes a map of his 1939 trip through the South with his wife, Ruby, in order to 




Stone, “Sonic Archive,” [webpage]. 
A cursory glance at Filene, Stone,  and Hagstrom-Miller’s work will inform the reader as to the 
ideology of Lomax and his search for the past, along with his work being canonized in society.  
39 Quoted in Nolan Porterfield, Last Cavalier: The Life and Times of John A. Lomax, 1867–1948 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996), 523 n. 29. 
 
40  Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music.”  
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My next slides address whether Lomax was a Victorian romanticist or a modernist. 
Jerrold Hirsch dives into Lomax’s thought process to bring Lomax’s historical context into the 
foreground. In his work, Hirsch draws attention to Lomax’s inherent biases based on his 
upbringing and socio-political views. Hirsch provides criticism of Lomax’s racism by identifying 
him as a southern cultural conservative. This identifier, found in Williamson’s The Crucible of 
Race, is placed upon those who believed that black persons were acceptable if they held to their 
lower place in societal structures (as to southern cultural conservatives, they were the “inferior 
race”).41 To Hirsch, Lomax was a Victorian romanticist and southern cultural conservative who 
patronized the black subjects of his research because Lomax, like other Victorian romanticists, 
saw black music as pastoral and quaint.42 Since Hirsch attributes attitudes of the “savage” native 
to Victorian romanticism and cultural hierarchy, his criticism of Lomax only filters through the 
lens of Lomax as a southern racial conservative operating outside of modernist thought.  
In my analysis, I offer a slightly different explanation than Hirsch’s of Lomax’s 
patronization and exploitation of black music. While Hirsch attributes Lomax’s interpretations as 
romanticist and separate from that of modernists, I analyze Lomax’s primitivist views as 
operating inside of modernist ideology. Perhaps the most compelling evidence toward Lomax 
operating within modernist thought is this section of Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, in which he 
recounts an experience in the field with his son, Alan:  
As I sat in the car and listened to the steady monotonous beat of the guitar accented by 
 
41 Joel Williamson, The Crucible of Race: Black/White Relations in the American South since 
Emancipation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 283.  
Williamson’s analysis of three types of Southerner–southern racial conservatives, liberals, and 
radicals, was seen as an ambitious and groundbreaking musicological approach to analyzing race 
and southern folk music when it was released in the 1980s.  
 
42 Jerrold Hirsch, “Modernity, Nostalgia, and Southern Folklore Studies: The Case of John 




hand claps and the shuffle of feet, the excitement growing as time went on, the rhythm 
deeper and clearer, I again felt carried across to Africa, and I know I was listening to the 
tom-toms of savage blacks and when I peered through the door and windows and saw the 
grotesque postures and heard the jumbled and undistinguishable cries of jubilant pleasure, 
I realized that Alan and I were really enjoying a unique experience amid a people we 
really know little about.43 
 
In the way he writes of encountering this music, it’s as though the music, which includes 
many stories and specific places, literally takes him to that other place and that he is moved 
spatially and temporally throughout different assemblages of space-times. Overtly calling this 
music “primitive” also points toward his understanding that this black music had not progressed 
to modern times and was ultimately stuck in an undeveloped past.44  
I address this in my map on the slide “Victorian Romanticist or Modernist?” and define 
both of these terms and why they could be used to describe Lomax. This slide addresses the 
inherent racism in his attitude towards his interlocutors, and highlights problematic ideologies 





43 Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, 101.  
 





Figure 9: The Storymap includes primary source documents, such as this letter from Lomax to 
the heads of federal prisons, asking for access to prisoners. Floating sidebars appear as the user 
scrolls to provide commentary on the sources.45  
 
 
The map next moves into a key aspect of grappling with Lomax’s ideology: he 
misrepresented what he was searching for. In a letter that he disseminated to the heads Southern 
Federal Prisons, he wrote  
Dear Sir: I am collecting for the Library of Congress the words and tunes of songs and 
ballads current and popular among prisoners, or “made up” by them and passed around 
by ‘word of mouth’ rather than the printed page.” He later goes on to emphasize that he 
would like to collect songs “no matter how crude or vulgar they may be,” [italicizing this 
point in his book]46 
 
This is problematic for at least two reasons. The first is that he wasn’t recording music 
that was “current and popular” with the prisoners. For example, one prisoner, Kelly Pace, 
specifically sang old songs, saying “we’ll give you some old Arkansas, jumped-up songs.” 
 
45  Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music.”  
 




Lomax also recorded old spirituals, cotton-picking songs, and songs about “shine” (moonshine 
making of the prohibition days). The second is that he was able to record “crude and vulgar” 
songs to use them as evidence towards the men in prison being morally repugnant. These songs 
could then be used as evidence towards Lomax’s analysis of the black prisoners having natural 
inclinations towards “barbaric” ways. 47This information is essential for interactors with the map 
to understand why these songs were recorded and how it came to be that these songs were 
assumed to be the prevalent form of music making in prisons.  
I include this final section of the Lomax contextual layer with photo evidence, links to 
outside sources, and geographic markers which indicate sites of significance  
Contextual Layer III: Commodification and Media Representation 
The results of John Lomax’s trips were stored in the Library of Congress, and many of 
the songs recorded were published in Our Singing Country and American Ballads and Folk 
Songs. The Lomaxes canonized these publications in American folk circles as the true voice of 
black music making in the American South. As John Lomax wrote his own publicized 
interpretations of what the folk song collecting trips meant to him and what achievements he had 
in collecting the songs, he held a monopoly over the analysis of his folk song collecting for many 
years. In explicitly spelling out his interpretations and outlining his thought process clearly, he 
left little room for scrutiny regarding his ideology at the time.  
 Lomax interspersed recollections from his field recording trips throughout his folk song 
publications, such as American Ballads and Folk Songs or Our Singing Country. He provided the 
story, as he remembered it, behind how each song was presented to him and what significance he 
 
47 John Lomax, “Dixie Prison Camps,” 9.  
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found in the song itself and in the relationship between the singer and their circumstances. His 
publications also include short articles that provided analysis of his field recording trips. One 
such example of this is a 1934 publication: “Songs of Convicts in Dixie Prison Camps Recorded 
for Posterity" in Afro-American. This article concluded that black men used music to move away 
from their “barbaric” ways.48 While Lomax published and conducted field recording trips, the 
media reporting on his work took quite a sensationalist turn. In 1935, Time Inc.’s March of 
Times series featured a short video on Lomax’s work with prisoner Huddie Ledbetter 
(Leadbelly). This video portrayed Ledbetter as eternally in debt to Lomax, who (in the video) 
freed Ledbetter, gave him a job, and tamed his killer ways.  
Though this was factually incorrect, it publicized the image of Lomax as a white savior, 
bravely entering prisons to interact with dangerous criminals. Further media coverage of 
Ledbetter included one newspaper article from the New York Herald titled: “Lomax Arrives with 
Lead Belly, Negro Minstrel; Sweet Singer of the Swamplands Here to do a Few Tunes Between 
Homicides.” Another from Time Magazine was titled "Bad Nigger Makes Good Minstrel" and 
included a close-up of his hands on the guitar with the caption "these hands once killed a man." 
 




Figure 10: The section on the publicizing of the recordings includes newspaper clippings of 
articles such as “Songs of Convicts in Dixie Prison Camps Recorded for Posterity,” published in 
Afro-American by John Lomax.49   
 
 
The exploitation of these prisoners and their music making is not surprising, especially 
considering the power dynamics between John Lomax and his informants. These issues stemmed 
from stratifications in society regarding the ability to possess cultural capital. A key factor in this 
was access to education and literacy. In the 1930 census, it was reported that around 30 percent 
of black Southerners reporting to the census were illiterate. The breakdown by state is shown in 
Figure 11.  
 




Figure 11: Illiteracy rates for African Americans by state as reported in the US Federal Census of 
193050 
 
 Literacy alone was not the only educational barrier for black Americans. According to the 
census of 1930, roughly 80 percent of black 15 year olds in the South were in school, but by 
1940, that number had decreased by 20 percent (likely due to residual strain from the 
depression).  By the time they reached 16–17 years old, that number decreased to 40 percent, 
which was consistent from the 1930 to the 1940 census. Bearing in mind that many of Lomax’s 
interlocutors were in their 20s to 40s at the time of the recordings, they were less likely to have 
been in school to the extent of the teenagers of the 1930s.  
There was a stark difference between the education of white students (20 percent more 
white students on average stayed in school until age 18) and the literacy level of the white 
 
50 Federal Census Bureau, Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930. Population. U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. (Washington, D. C.: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1932);  Hynes, “Deep Mapping Prison Music.”  
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population (around 95 percent). This disparity between the education and literacy of black 
students compared to their white counterparts had potential to spill over into other spheres of 
capital, such as economic, social, and cultural capital. In the contexts of the folklorists’ 
recordings, it not only contributed to broad perceptions and stereotypes of black people before 
the folklorists even entered the prisons, but also often prevented the negotiation of written 
contracts and personal notations of lyrics and experiences. All of these written forms of 
recounting the musicking were subsequently done through the folklorists’ mediation (including 
their biases based on race, gender, age, and ability). The histories of enslavement and entrenched 
white supremacy acted as structures which enabled this disparity in education to exist and to 
continue.  
Mapping the event  
 
 The second layer of thick mapping I will discuss is mapping the recording events 
themselves.  These secondary layers can present the events in myriad ways; the two I will focus 
most on are mapping event frequencies and mapping the events individually. Ultimately, 
mapping the events these ways can both present information with or without musical or 
aggregate analysis.  
 Mapping the events as frequencies is useful for large batches of data; for the 1939 
Southern field recording trip of John and Ruby Terrill Lomax, for example, there are over 500 
recordings, and 147 of those were recorded in federal and state penitentiaries. These are easier to 
aggregate for patterns than only a couple dozen recordings.  
We can map the frequencies of event occurrences through categorizing different aspects 
of the songs–such as the number of songs sung in a particular place, sung by women or men, or 
sung by people identifying as people of color. These maps can take form in heat or cluster maps, 
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which identify areas of increased collecting activity. Carto and ArcGIS provide density maps, 
though finessing these maps can be more difficult as it requires platform-specific modifications 
that take extra research time to learn and utilize. These cases are useful for showing the necessity 
of collaboration with experts or IT specialists on such projects. ArcGIS is fairly intuitive, 
however, and different layers of polygons labelling areas like the Mississippi Delta, for example 
(a contextual layer), can be combined with a density map showing a greater density of prison 
music recordings in the Mississippi Delta. These density pins can also be opened to show pop-
ups including specific information. Figure 8 shows an example of such analysis.  
 
 
Figure 12: A polygon covering the Mississippi Delta overlaid with density layers and pop-ups 




In contrast to mapping event frequencies, mapping the individual events is best done with 
pin drop maps or timeline progressions. These individual map points in ArcGIS, Carto, and 
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Google Maps include pop-ups where the details of the event can be expounded upon. These 
details can include names of the performer and collector, the songs sung or a description of the 
audio collected, date and place, and notes written by the folklorist or secondary sources which 
have used the recordings (such as Karl Hagstrom Miller’s comments on “Midnight Special,” for 
example). 
Mapping the events requires labelling and categorizing people, places, and genres, which 
is troublesome. Lomax and his contemporaries would label black persons “negro,” indicate male 
and female gender based on their sex, and label songs in the genre they believed they belonged 
to, sometimes arbitrarily. Mappers will have to label event details as they see fit. For my own 
purposes, I indicate politically correct genres, races, and genders indicated by the folklorists, but 
also include caveats that these are not my own classifications. The events mapped in ArcGIS, 
Google Maps, Carto DB, and Omeka can all include audio and video media in pop-ups, and 
including this primary source data is the most essential part of mapping the event, especially 
when communicating how labels and classifications of the 1930s played into how the songs were 
categorized.  
Mapping Event Case Study: John Gibson Sings  
 Lomax encountered John Gibson (“Black Samson”) in August of 1933 at the State 
Penitentiary in Nashville, Tennessee. In Lomax’s recording of “Black Samson,” it is clear how 
far Lomax was willing to go to record the specific songs he wanted. In his book, Adventures of a 
Ballad Hunter, Lomax accounts of John Gibson (“Black Samson”) singing the song “Pork and 
Beans.”  As Lomax reports, the devoutly religious Samson did not want to sing the “worldly” 
song for him. Lomax asked the warden to persuade the prisoner, and Samson acquiesced–but 
according to Lomax, once he hit record, Gibson surprised him and said a prayer, asking for 
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God’s forgiveness for his “wicked” singing. Lomax also uses this story when describing how he 
recorded a different song, “Levee Camp Holler” in his book, American Ballads and Folk Songs.  
Importantly, Lomax specifically noted in both accounts that the prayer before the song and the 
song itself were on an aluminum cylinder held at the Library of Congress. After comparing both 
of Lomax’s versions of the quote from the recording with what he recorded, I found that they did 
not match.  
 Here are the three versions of John Gibson’s prayer, which Lomax quoted differently in 
both sources:  
 
John Gibson’s Prayer 
 Adventures of a Ballad Hunter (1947) Oh Lord, I knows I’se doin’ wrong. I cain’t 
help myself. I’se down here in the worl’, an’ 
I’se gotter do what dis white man tells me. I 
hopes you unnerstan’s the situation an’ won’t 
blame me for what I gotter do. Amen! 
American Ballads and Folk Songs (1934) It’s sho hard lines dat a poor nigger’s got to 
sing a worl’ly song, when he’s tryin’ to be 
sancrified; but de warden’s ast me, so I guess 
I’ll have to. 
AFC 179 B Recording, Library of Congress Lord this levee camp song is mighty bad to 
sing But I’m gonna sing this levee camp 
holler for these boys. It’s hard livin’ on this 
levee camp. 
Table 1: John Lomax’s recountings of his interaction with John Gibson and my transcription of 
the recording held in the Library of Congress 
 
 
 Both of Lomax’s accounts of the incident quote Gibson as saying variants on the theme: 
“I don’t want to sing a worldly song, but I’m being forced to” with very excited and passionate 
language. In actuality, Samson’s prayer is more understated and plainspoken than the versions 
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Lomax offered. In addition, the lyrics written down by Lomax differed from what Gibson sang, 
because he often presented song lyrics as a hodgepodge of many different versions of the song. 
This cherry-picking of old and “vulgar” songs supports his conclusions as to what music 
he wanted to find in the prisons but was not an accurate representation of the state of prison 
music at the time. In addition to the misrepresentation of both what he was looking for and what 
he found, Lomax’s coercion of prisoners raises the question of the power dynamic between the 
folklorist and the incarcerated. Karl Hagstrom Miller wrote on Lomax’s interaction with Black 
Samson:  
His use of the warden’s power enabled him an intimacy with black culture that he had 
difficulty attaining outside the prison walls. At the same time, Black Samson was not 
only forced to sing for the collector, white, college-educated male with the backing of the 
US government. He was forced to perform songs that were not to his liking. Lomax 
extracted songs and styles that, far from representing the everyday culture of his 
informant, were morally repugnant and consciously avoided. Nevertheless, Lomax 
considered his encounter with Black Samson an unqualified success. ‘I call this my prize 
record,’ he boasted.”51  
 
Rather than definitively say that John Gibson had no agency at all in the situation, 
though, Jonathan Stone provides a different perspective. Stone aptly wrote that it makes sense 
that a prisoner (like Gibson) would inquire about aid for early parole. Legends of Lomax’s assist 
with Ledbetter’s parole in 1925 and his second parole in 1930 were already circulating by 1933. 
By 1936, Lomax had enough sway to arrange the release of prisoner James Baker from 
Sugarland prison on the condition that he work for Lomax as a chauffer. James “Iron Head” 
Baker was convicted of repeat burglary and sentenced to 99 years in prison.52 Stone also notes 
that “music became one of the few political tools afforded prisoners serving in the Southern 
 
51 Miller, “Segregating Sound,” 262. 
 




African-American prison contexts at the beginning of the twentieth century.”53 Through this 
analysis, prisoners’ agency can be seen in their musical actions, their choice of song, their 
discussions with folksong collectors, and their performance of “rehabilitation” through music.  
 
 
Figure 13: The beginning of the tab on John Gibson’s singing, including audio and video 
embedded in the scrolling narrative along with prose.54  
 
 
53 Stone, “Sonic Archive” [webpage].  
 




Figure 14: A map view of the State Penitentiary in Nashville, Tennessee where John Gibson sang 
“Levee Camp Holler.” Users can zoom in on the map to see the buildings, play the youtube 
video of the recording in the pop-up, and read more about the event.55 
 
 
In the context of publicizing the recording, Lomax wrote in several sources about this 
specific instance, but never commercially released the song. In 2014, the song was released by 
Global Jukebox Records in collaboration with West Virginia University Records. The song is 
one of several of Lomax’s 1933 recordings, and the title of the album is “Jailhouse Bound: John 
Lomax’s First Southern Prison Recordings.” The song is available for purchase as part of the 
album for $8.99 USD on Amazon and $9.99 via iTunes. While a complete discussion of the 
ramifications of the commoditization of these recordings is beyond the scope of this paper, it is 
certainly worth further inquiry.  
 





Figure 15: This section of the deep map draws attention to the fact that Gibson’s music recording 
is for sale via Amazon and iTunes, and includes links to the web pages of those companies.56 
Conclusion 
 
As more musicologists utilize digital mapping, understanding the key uses and misuses of 
thick mapping and deep mapping will be essential to conducting and presenting research. 
Importantly, scholars can deconstruct historical contexts to highlight ethical issues of previous 
scholarship and help reconstruct narratives through deep mapping. These deep maps, rich in 
media and full of thick description through thick mapping, can aid the “re-picturing, re-narrating, 
re-symbolizing, erasing, and re-inscribing [of] a set of relations.”57 
Through mapping different types of layers, we can achieve this new look at old data. In 
contextual layers, researchers can indicate histories of rehabilitation and racist treatment toward 
black men and women inside and outside of prisons. Scholars also can map folklorists’ 
 
56 Ibid.  
 




ideologies, media and propaganda, and historical contexts of literacy, lynching, coercion, and 
legislation which influenced the conditions of the possible for black prisoners’ mistreatment and 
experience in prison. By mapping the specific events themselves, including the primary source 
data, including documents, videos, audio files, and photographs, we can provide the object of 
analysis alongside our interpretations and the multimedia experience of our research process.  
It is not the goal of this mapping to claim the truth of what prisoners experienced. It is to 
approach these prisoners’ lives with an understanding that their attitudes and feelings are too 
complex to map. It allows scholars an opportunity to repair faulty narratives and confront ethical 
dilemmas in the collection and dissemination of songs recorded in Southern prisons. Mapping 
the contexts and structures surrounding prisoners’ singing can offer new insights into their lives 
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